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ONE




JUDITH GROVER MCMONIGLE put an ice pack on her head and sucked on a cough drop. She hated Lenten fast days. Self-denial was no problem; coercion was. Fasting wasnt voluntary, even in the contemporary Church. Not being able to eat between meals never failed to make Judith absolutely ravenous. Any other time of the year, she could go for the better part of a busy day and not so much as think about food. But come Lent, she always got a headache and a sore throat, and felt weak at the knees. It was illogical, and therefore out of character. Judith sucked the cough drop so hard that it stuck to the roof of her mouth.

Her headache wasnt helped by the sound of her mother, who had thumped her walker into the living room. Why are you wearing a turban? she demanded in a raspy voice. You some kind of swami? Its Good Friday. Why arent you in church?

I was, said Judith, with a glance at the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. Its three-thirty. I just got back from Stations of the Cross. We had it out on the playground.

The playground? What did they do, use home plate for the Tomb? growled Gertrude Grover, whose chartreuse and lavender housecoat was misbuttoned. That knothead of a pastor at Star of the Sea has some of the daffiest ideas!

Judith shifted the ice bag on her prematurely gray hair and kicked off her shoes. It was arranged by the school kids. We formed a procession inside the church, then went outside. Prayerfully.

Nuttily. Thats the doing of that nitwit principal, Quinn McCaffrey, you can bet your butt on it. Whoever heard of a Catholic school being run by a man instead of a nun? Gertrude was still looking for her cigarettes, but found only a couple of old garters. Disgusted, she tossed them onto the coffee table between the matching sofas that flanked the fireplace. Imagine, Mister McCaffrey, instead of Sister Mary Joseph or Mother Immaculate! Its all over, two thousand years down the drain. Might as well be a Lutheran or a Baptist or a Hottentot. Being a Catholic meant something in my day. Its a good thing Im too crippled to go to church any more.

You still go to bingo, you old fraud, Judith murmured, stretching out her long legs on the coffee table and hoping that Gertrude was too deaf to hear her riposte.

Bingo? Gertrudes little eyes bulged. Dont tell me theyre having bingo during Holy Week! Did I miss it?

No, Mother. Judith sighed. I said it was nice that the Ringos brought you Holy Communion every week.

Hunh. Those old saps. Gertrude thumped the walker on the dark green Oriental rug. Thats another thing, phonies like the Ringos running around Heraldsgate Hill handing out Holy Communion like Girl Scout cookies! I remember when I was in the Mothers Club with Clara Ringo and she was so lazy she went to Begelmans Bakery and bought cupcakes for the bake sales instead of making them herself like the rest of us. Then shed lie about it. Bragged about her frosting, too. And then her and that lunkhead of a husband practically put on halos when Father Hoyle slaps a title on them like eucalyptus ministers!

Eucharistic ministers, Judith corrected, wondering why her throbbing head didnt just fall off and roll out the French doors.

But Gertrude, already in full spate, paid no heed. And another thing, it used to be that nobody stirred a stump from Holy Thursday until Easter morning. No cards, no radio, no moving pictures. Zip. Look at me, Im giving up my afternoon of bridge for Good Friday! She made it sound as if shed cut off her ears and offered them up for the hearing impaired. But with your so-called modern generation, its business as usual, make a buck, bring on the paying guests! You didnt do that last year!

Judith didnt bother to remind her mother that the previous Easter had fallen in late March and that her bed-and-breakfast hadnt yet been booked every weekend. It had been just two years since Judith had opened the doors of her old family home in its refurbished state as Hillside Manor. In a cul-de-sac halfway up the south slope of Heraldsgate Hill, the location was ideal, with its neighborhood atmosphere and proximity to the citys downtown area. But building up a clientele had taken time and energy. Rather than taint Gertrudes argument with facts that shed dismiss out of hand, Judith opted to defend herself on different grounds.

You know perfectly well the guests who are coming for the weekend arent regular customers. Were helping the Rankers with the overflow from their family reunion.

Judiths rebuttal merely diverted her mother into other channels, this time a diatribe on having an Easter vigil Mass Saturday night instead of waiting until Sunday morning. How do they figure? she ranted. Christ rose from the dead so He could hide the Easter baskets? What a bunch of wackos!

A persistent knock at the back door saved Judith from a fruitless attempt to explain Vatican II to her mother. Ice pack in place, she angled around Gertrudes walker and went out through the dining room and kitchen to the narrow rear entry hall. Arlene Rankers stood on the back porch, carrying a picnic hamper.

I brought some snacks, she announced in her breezy, outgoing manner, then paused on the threshold, staring at Judith. Goodness, why are you wearing a beret?

Ive taken up painting, replied Judith, stepping aside to let Arlene get by. Snacks for what?

Arlene made room for the hamper on the cluttered dinette table. For the relatives, should they get hungry. Tuna spread, crab balls, deviled shrimp, smoked oysters, salmon mousse, barbecued trout. She ran a hand through her red-gold curls. Oh, and crackers, of course.

Judith eyed the labeled containers covetously. It was clear that the Rankerss relatives werent fasting. I thought they werent going to eat here, remarked Judith, taking off the ice bag and tossing it into the sink. She and Arlene had struck a bargain the previous month: The eight cousins, nephews and nieces who couldnt fit into the Rankerss house next door would stay at Hillside Manor for the two nights of the family reunion. Arlene had offered to pay the going rate at Hillside Manor, but Judith had insisted that after all these years, any relatives of the Rankers were like family. She wouldnt dream of taking money. Arlene proved equally obdurate, but allowed that since the group would eat all their meals with the Rankers, they should compromise. Relenting, Judith suggested charging half price. Arlene countered with the suggestion that they pay for the first night and get the second one free. The women had finally agreed, and at least an hour had passed before Arlenes convoluted logic had dawned on Judith.

They might want to nibble. Arlene shut the lid on the hamper and gave Judith her wide, winning smile. Besides, most of this is left over from Emily Tresvants funeral reception Wednesday. Wasnt it lovely?

Judith wasnt sure if Arlene was referring to the food or the funeral. But after over twenty years of friendship with her neighbor, she opted for the latter. Very nice. I still dont think I paid you enough to help me cater the reception.

Arlene held up a hand. Nonsense! Before you started catering events up at Star of the Sea this year, Eve Kramer and I did our bit for free. Dont ask me why she wouldnt pitch in for poor EmilyEve may be a trial, but shes basically good-hearted. I dont think she and Kurt even went to the funeral.

Arlenes well-defined mouth puckered with disapproval. Kurt Kramer was the parish business manager; Eve owned an antiques and needlework shop on top of the Hill. Judith recalled that until his early retirement at age fifty the previous year, Kurt had been the comptroller for Tresvant Timber. At the time, there were no rumors of bad feelings between Kurt Kramer and Emily Tresvant. But it wasnt impossible; during the fifteen years the Kramers had put four children through Star of the Sea, the couples lack of tact and critical natures had earned them the nickname of The Prickly Pair.

As far as Im concerned, continued Arlene, once more at her most benign, it was the least I could do when Phyliss got sick.

Judith made a face at the mention of her ever-ailing cleaning-woman-cum-laundress. Phyliss Rackleys ailments, real or imagined, were acquiring legendary proportions. To be fair, when Phyliss worked, she was diligent and thorough. But somehow her spells always seemed to occur when Judith needed her most. Shes not keen on Catholic occasions, conceded Judith, but at least shes stopped trying to convert me into a Pentecostal.

Frankly, confided Arlene, I thought shed love Emilys funeral. She kept house for her years ago, until they had a falling out. But Emily was hard to please, rest her soul. Im so glad for Sandy and John.

Once again, Judith was having trouble following Arlenes erratic train of thought. Or maybe the headache was dulling her wits. But she caught on to Arlenes meaning. Yes, the inheritance will certainly come in handy, Judith said, hoping to strike some middle ground in the conversation. But its a shame Emily died so soon after they moved out from the East. Of course, she had been ill for a long time. But I gather the Frizzells kids never got to meet their great-aunt.

No. Arlenes face, still pretty in middle age, took on a mournful expression. Im sure it was a great sorrow to her. Theyre both in boarding school, somewhere in New England. No doubt Emily helped with their tuition. I expect theyll be out this summer. Money cant be an obstacle for John and Sandy now. Her raised russet eyebrows were fraught with meaning.

Judith inclined her head. John Frizzells windfall was the talk of Heraldsgate Hill. Hed already given notice at Eve Kramers Old As Eve Antiques where hed worked as her assistant for the past few months. Emily Tresvant, a spinster and the sole surviving child of a timber baron, had left her enormous fortune to her late sisters only son. As far as anyone knew, the only other beneficiary was Our Lady, Star of the Sea Parish. Judith said as much.

Oh, yes, agreed Arlene, oozing confidentiality, Father Hoyle is just thrilled! Didnt you notice how he was all smiles at the funeral?

Judith hadnt, and wondered at Arlenes powers of observation. Bad taste was not part of Francis Xavier Hoyles repertoire. We could do with some improvements at SOTS, Judith temporized, using the nickname that had been attached to the parish somewhere back in the mists of time. The carpeting is pretty threadbare, and the statue of Our Lady over the entrance has lost its nose.

Arlene bristled. Do you know that Sister Bridget blamed our Matthew for that? She accused him of taking potshots with a B.B. gun at the Blessed Virgin! Imagine!

Involuntarily, Judith glance up at the kitchen window where she had finally replaced the B.B.-shattered pane. Although Matthew was now a college sophomore, in his younger days hed shot up everything in the neighborhood, at least as far as Judith could tell. She didnt see why Our Lady should have been left out, but made no further comment.

Of course boys will be boys, Arlene said with a little jut of her chin. After all, you know what kind of stunts Mike used to pull.

Judith did, but the reference to her only son rankled. The latest one is that he wont be here for Easter, she blurted. Seeing Arlenes blue eyes widen, Judith tried to speak more calmly. Hes going to be with his girlfriends family. They live about forty miles from campus on a wheat ranch in the Palouse.

Kristin? Arlene watched Judith nod. I remember her from Christmas. Big girl. Blond.

Strong. Like ox, agreed Judith. Shes majoring in forestry, too. I think she wants to be a redwood. Noting Arlenes semi-shocked expression, Judith turned repentant. Sorry, I really dont know her very well. Kristins the strong, silent type, but Im sure shes a terrific girl. At least Mike seems to think so.

Well, thats all that matters, soothed Arlene, starting for the door and ignoring the fact that she had fought her own children tooth-and-toenail over their various romantic attachments. Carl and I are off to the airport to pick up the contingent from Omaha. Meagan is driving up from Oregon. Mugs had a fight with her husband and came over this afternoon. C.J.s car broke down, so he and Matt are taking the bus from State. In reeling off four of her five childrens return to the nest, Arlenes awkward pause testified to her sympathy over Mikes absence. Kevins going to get the Fargo bunch on his way home from work. They should be over here around seven-thirty, but theyll eat with us if they didnt get dinner on the plane.


Judith was expressing agreement when the phone rang in the kitchen. She waved Arlene off and picked up the receiver. Arlene paused just long enough to let in Sweetums, Judiths reprehensible cat.

Speaking in her most professional manner, Judith ignored Sweetums, who was weaving in and out of her legs in an uncharacteristic display of affection. At the other end of the line, she heard Sandy Frizzells husky voice with the East Coast accent that somehow grated on Judiths ear.

John and I wanted to thank you again for putting on such a wonderful reception, said Sandy. Everything was very nice. Aunt Emily would have approved.

Emily Tresvants heavenly stamp was duly noted by Judith, who had the feeling the testy old girl would have found something to gripe about, even at her own funeral. Im glad, said Judith, wishing Sweetums would stop rubbing against her in that annoying manner. I only started my catering business in February, you know.

Youre very good at it, said Sandy with that deep voice that made Judith wonder if she had been a heavy smoker. Like Gertrude. The mental comparison was jarring. In fact, Sandy went on, I understand youre doing the childrens Easter egg hunt up at church tomorrow.

Thats right, said Judith, nudging the cat with her foot. Sweetums got the message and slunk off into the dining room. But its basically a potluck. The parents are bringing most of the lunch. Im just supervising She stopped cold, aware that something soft and wet was clinging to her stockinged foot. Aaaack! she screamed, then clasped her hand over the mouthpiece. A dead mouse reposed on her toes. Judith kicked out, sending the furry corpse across the kitchen. Images of a parboiled Sweetums flashed before her aggravated eyes.

Mrs. McMonigle? Sandys anxious voice called out from the receiver. Are you there? Are you all right? Is this an inconvenient time?


No. Yes. I mean, I just hurt my foot. Judith emitted a weak laugh. A tack, I guess. Nowwhat were we saying?

There was a slight pause at the other end, presumably while Sandy Frizzell collected her interrupted thoughts. About the egg hunt. I know we dont have children in the school, but everyone has been so nice to us since we got to Star of the Sea. Especially with the funeral and all, and I thought that wed like to contribute something for tomorrow. A sheet cake, maybe? I could call Begelmans right now.

Oh. Judith averted her eyes from the dead mouse and held her head. Thats very kind. Sure, thats a great idea. Thanks very much.

In something of a daze, she answered Sandys queries about time of day and numbers of participants and appropriate decoration. At last, sounding pleased with herself, Sandy hung up. Judith gritted her teeth, tore off a paper towel, and scooped up the mouse. Still in her stockinged feet, she marched outside to the garbage can by the driveway and dumped the poor animal inside. A glance at the open toolshed door informed her where Sweetums had found his prey.

Damn, breathed Judith, I hoped that wretched cat didnt knock Dan over.

Keeping to the narrow path that led between house and toolshed, Judith didnt pause to admire the deep purple of the gnarled old lilac tree or the apple blossoms that were about to bud in what was left of the old Grover orchard. Shed already picked the best of the daffodils and tulips to put in the guest bedrooms and the living room. Next to the toolshed, a blush-pink rhododendron was opening up. Judith reached inside the door and switched on the single bare bulb.

There, on the top shelf between a container of weed killer and a carton of snail bait, stood the boot box that contained the ashes of her late husband. Judith sighed with relief. One of these days shed have to find a more suitable resting place for Dan McMonigle.

Like the local unemployment office.







    

TWO




THE ONE SANCTUARY that Judith could seek where food wouldnt tempt her was the hair salon. As a hedge against temptation, she had called Chez Steve the previous Monday to make an appointment, preferably in the morning. But they were already booked solid on the eve of the upcoming holiday weekend. Only a phone call around noon reporting a last-minute cancellation had saved the day. Judith could get in with Steve himself at four-thirty. It was perfect: The timing would see her through the dinner hour, which meant shed not only miss Gertrudes dreaded clam fritters, but be able instead to have a hearty snack before bedtime.

In the front entry hall, she paused at the oval mirror with its Della Robbia frame. As ever, she was dissatisfied with her image. The features were strong and straight, the dark eyes still sparkled, the skin tone was really quite good. But the premature gray hair added extra years. Dan had refused to let her use color when the first white strands had shown up over twenty years earlier, soon after their marriage. Maybe, just maybe, she should get a rinse

In her mind, she visualized the date on the calendar: April 13. After more than a year, only two more weeks to wait. Was it really possible to get a second chance at happiness? She smiled to herself, then blinked at her reflection. Good Friday. Friday the thirteenth. Judith made a face. She really wasnt superstitious. Besides, what could go wrong this late in the day? Of course the Rankerss relatives hadnt arrived yet

What are you looking at? Gertrude rasped, clumping into the entry hall. Just standing there wont improve your looks, kiddo. Youd better get your butt in gear or youll be late at that fancy beauty parlor of yours. Ill bet they charge by the minute, like a taxi. By the way, Sweetums puked on the rug.

Oh, swell! Judith mentally cursed the cat and hurried into the pantry to get some rags. She wished Sweetums had simply expired on the spot. But when she got to the living room to clean up the mess, the cat was curled up on the window seat in a halo of sunlight. Judiths urge to throttle the animal ebbed temporarily.

Ten minutes later and with no time to spare, she was parked on the street a half block from Chez Steve in the heart of the neighborhoods business district. Surrounded by half a million people, yet isolated from the bustle, Heraldsgate Hill was something of an anomaly, a small town inside a big city. Its residents thought of themselves as Hill dwellers first, urban citizens second. Their world was self-contained, and it was rumored that a least a dozen natives had never crossed the big bridge that separated the Hill from the rest of the metropolitan area.

Heraldsgates main commerical section ran along the flat across the top of the Hill for about a half mile. Tucked away between a dental lab and an insurance office, Chez Steve overlooked a small bricked courtyard that had once been the bottom of a stairwell in a much larger building. But fire had gutted the place ten years earlier, and an ingenious architect had come up with the idea of building around, rather than over, the ruined core. The result was a charming but expensive little hideaway where neighborhood residents of both sexes could be cut and clipped in more ways than one.

For once, however, Judith was not going to carp about Chez Steves exorbitant prices. Instead, she handed herself over to the owner/operator and let him study her closely in the mirror. Jeez, Judith, you could use just about everything weve got, Steve said in the gravelly voice that had once served him as a carnival barker after hed given up his pro wrestling career. You look like bird crap.

Judith was used to his frank manner. Thanks, Steve. Im half starved, the cat threw up, and Mothers going to make clam fritters which will stink up the entire house just before guests arrive from Omaha.

Omaha, mused Steve, tossing Judiths limp curls this way and that. I wrestled there a couple of times. Once, it was a tag-team match with Awesome Baker. You know him, the guy who owns Scooters Delivery Service?

Judith did. What do you think about a rinse? I want to look less like James Monroe, and more like Marilyn.

I dont know why, theyre both dead. Steve grabbed a color chart from the counter. Here, have a look. Whatll it be? Amber Passion? Russet Roses? Tequila Sunrise?

Judith studied the chart. She was sure that everyone in the busy glass- and chrome-accented salon was watching her make this revolutionary decision. Geethey all look sort ofobvious. My own hair used to be more like this one. She tapped the color key for Earthy Ebony.

Steve glanced at the chart, then at Judiths image in the mirror. He twirled her around in the chair with one finger. Could be a bit harsh on you. Naturals in. Not that I go by what a bunch of glitzy lamebrains say on the industry grapevine, but at least thats one fad that makes sense. Having disposed of the national competition, Steve pointed to a frost sample. Heres a compromise you could live withSilver Streak. We leave half of it natural and color the rest Sable Satin.

Judith considered. Maybe Steve was right: A complete change would be too radical. She could hear what Gertrude would say: Hussy, tart, and floozy sprang to mind. Okay, she agreed, lets go with the frost job.

Steve was still regarding her in the mirror. Itll take another hour if youre going to get a perm, too. If I were you, I wouldnt do both at the same time. Youll end up looking like Norma Paines wire-haired terrier, only taller.

Judith decided to go with Steves advice and get just the frost job. The Rankerss relatives were due in around seven-thirty; she didnt want to miss their arrival. She still had another two weeks in which to get the permanent. Judith was sinking back into the chair, waiting to be trundled off to the shampoo bowl, when she realized that the woman on her left who had previously been covered by a towel was Kate Duffy. Kate, whose good works with Star of the Sea were legendary, was midway through a cut of her honey-colored curls. In charge of the shears was Ginger, Steves buxom wife, who was rumored to have been a world-class tassel-twirler in her carnival days.

Judith, exclaimed Kate in her breathless voice. I dont have my glasses on. I wasnt sure it was you!

It almost wasnt, responded Judith, smiling at Kate in the mirror. I got in only because somebody canceled.

That was Sandy Frizzell, said Kate. She called Steve and said she hadnt had her hair professionally cut in years. Its quite long, you know, and now that she and John have come into money, she really ought to treat herself, but at the last minute she begged off. Kates sweet face clouded over. Maybe shes grieving too much.

Recalling that Sandy looked not unlike a sheepdog with her heavy mane of blond locks, Judith kept her opinion to herself. Well, Sandys lack of nerve is my good luck. How have you been, Kate?

Kate allowed Ginger to snip at her bangs before answering. Oh, fine, wonderful. Ive been praying for the Frizzells, she said, her sweet face turning appropriately pious. Theyre going to need a lot of intercession.

For what? Judith inquired, swinging around in the swivel chair so that she was talking to Kate instead of her reflection. Theyve got everything now that Aunt Emily kicked the bucket.

Kate cringed at Judiths candor. But thats it, dont you see? They need to be guided in the most beneficial way to use their inheritance. Theres so much good they can do! Shelters for the homeless, aid to unwed mothers, a parish food bank, live-in help for the elderlywhy, I can think of a dozen projects Ive been trying to establish all these years, but never could get Father Hoyle or his predecessor to come up with the funding. She leaned forward as Ginger fluffed up the curls at her neck. Think of it, Judith, all that money for social action! How would you spend it?

Well, Id start by giving Steve cash instead of using my Visa card, then Id pay off the plumber and the electrician. After that, maybe Id buy a new Mix Master. If I had enough left.

Oh, Judith! Kate giggled, her dimples deep and even. Youre such a sketch! Really, she went on, lowering her breathless voice, were talking about big money here. Very big money. Mark says its millions.

Judith shrugged. Millions, billions, jillionsit doesnt mean anything to me when its not mine. Maybe theyll match Emilys bequest and give some of their own to the church, too.

But Kate was dolefully shaking her head, much to the chagrin of Ginger, who was trying to arrange the curls at her clients temple. Sandy is very homesick for New York, I hear. She wants to go back. And who can blame her? I thought it might help if she got more involved in the community, especially in the parish, but just the other day Mark told me that Father Tim had called to ask if Sandy would help decorate the sanctuary for Easter, and John answered and had the most awful fit of temper! Poor Father Timhes going to get the wrong impression of our parishioners. Eluding Gingers ministrations, Kate placed a hand at her breast and leaned toward Judith. Judiths sympathies lay not only with Ginger, but with Timothy Mills, Star of the Seas new assistant pastor. She had no chance to say as much, for Kate kept right on talking: We really must do our very best to make Tim feel welcome, what with so few priests around these days. I ask the Holy Spirit at least three times a day to inspire young people. As long as they have a true vocation, of course, she added hastily, then reverted to her original subject. But Mark consoled Tim and told him he thought John was very protective of Sandy. You know my husband, hes the soul of tact. Kates eyelashes fluttered as the frustrated Ginger wielded a tall can of hairspray with an expression that suggested she wished it were Mace.

If nothing else, it occurred to Judith, Kate was right about her spouseMark Duffy, who owned a film production company that specialized in TV commercials, was an eminently tactfuland charmingman. As for John Frizzell, Judith didnt know him well enough to comment. Instead, she steered the subject into slightly different channels: Whatever became of John Frizzells father?

Kate took a hand mirror from Ginger and studied the finished product. Im not sure, she said. He and Emilys sister, Lucille, were divorced early on, when John was a baby. I think his name was Edgar Frizzell, but I only met Lucille once, after she came back to the family home to live with Emily. Lucille died quite young, you know.

I remember. Judith turned solemn. Lucille Tresvant Frizzells death had occurred the same week Judith and Dan were married. In fact, Lucilles funeral had been scheduled around the Grover-McMonigle nuptials. The inconvenience had not set well with Emily Tresvant. Gertrude, however, had gloated. I dont remember John, though. Did he come to his mothers funeral?

Im not sure. Kate frowned into the mirror, then broke into a sunny smile and looked up at Ginger. I like it. You do such a nice job, Ginger, dear. Mark will be pleased. Accepting Gingers reciprocal words of appreciation, Kate turned back to Judith. When Lucille died, Mark and I were back in Wisconsin, visiting his relatives. We hadnt been married very long. You know, weve asked Sandy and John over to dinner twice since they moved here, but both times they had to cancel. Sandy is delicate, Im afraid. I suppose thats why he takes such good care of her.

Steve had returned, now ready to shampoo Judiths hair. You two yapping about the Tresvant dough? He saw Judiths little smirk and Kates diffident nod. They wont spend it here. The old broad had somebody come to the house to fix her hair, and that niece or whoever she is must cut hers with a meat cleaver. Ive seen her old man go into Snuffys Cut-Rate Cut-Rite next to Porcos Pizza at the bottom of the Hill. Steve frowned, his leathery face creasing like an old catchers mitt. Judith gathered that he took the Tresvant-Frizzell rebuff as a personal affront.

Sandy and John only got here this winter, said Judith, trying to get comfortable over the sink. They came from New York.

New York! Steve all but spat in the stainless steel basin. I wrestled there a few times, at the old Garden. Jeez, what a pit! There I was, walking along Forty-third Street one afternoon when

Judith allowed Steves reminiscences to lull her into a semi-somnolent state. It was such a luxury to let someone else take care of her after all those years of ministering to Dan McMonigle, of being the sole wage earner, of trying to keep up with the housework, the cooking, the chores. When Dan died four winters ago at the age of forty-nine, Judith had been more relieved than grief-stricken. Hed been a good father to Mike, but hed been a rotten husband to Judith. Moving back in with Gertrude had seemed like the only sensible solution at the time. After the first two weeks of listening to Gertrudes rasping comments, Judith realized it was the second worst idea shed ever hadthe first, of course, being her marriage to Dan McMonigle. But then shed gotten the wild idea of turning the capacious old family home into a bed-and-breakfast. Gertrude told her she was cracked. Cousin Renie thought it was a stroke of genius. Between them, they had talked Gertrude, Renies mother Deb, and their mutual uncle, Al Grover, into selling the house to Judith. To Judiths amazement and Gertrudes chagrin, Hillside Manor had become a success. In recent months, she had been elated to receive recommendations in three national travel guides. In her own small way, Judith felt as if shed finally hit the big time.

Yet Judith would have been the last personexcept maybe for her motherto give herself the credit she deserved. More than the gracious old house and its tasteful, yet eclectic appointments; more than the hearty, delicious breakfasts; more even than the excellent location with its splendid view of downtown, bay, and mountains; more than all these parts was the sum of Judith McMonigle. A warm, genuine human being, she had a knack with people that raised hospitality into an art form. But Judith persisted in attributing Hillside Manors prosperity to hard work and good luck.

Only half watching Steve pull strands of hair through the cap on her head, Judith mulled over the changes in her life. She hadnt been able to afford anything but a home permanent in all her years of marriage. Shed worked two jobs, during the day in her chosen profession as a librarian and at night as bartender for the Meat & Mingle. Looking back, Judith knew it had been a rough life, but at the time, shed been too caught up in just getting from one day to the next to feel sorry for herself. In the four years since Dan had died, shed been frantically busy, but her emotional energies hadnt been so drained. Shed been able to reflect, and had come to the conclusion that enduring her unhappy marriage had given her strength. After all, hadnt somebody once said that anything that didnt kill you had to be good for you? Or words to that effect, mused Judith, her eyelids beginning to droop.

The reverie was broken by a waspish voice at Steves elbow. Eve Kramer, her artfully tousled curls newly done in what Judith judged to be Earthy Ebony, had paused on her way out of the salon. Do either of you know anybody who wants a job and has some knowledge of antiques? John Frizzell quit on me. He wont work past six p.m. today, and hes picking up his final check tomorrow. Youd think he could at least have offered to stay on until I found someone else, she complained, rummaging in her oversized snakeskin shoulder bag for her car keys. As usual, Eve carried with her several skeins of thread, scissors, and her latest piece of stitchery. Ive never understood how acquiring money can wipe out consideration for others, she asserted, finally producing a set of keys on an enormous silver ring.

Steve didnt break stride in plastering something that looked like peach yogurt on Judiths strands of hair. The idle rich, huh? Wish I had that problem.

Its my problem that hes leaving, said Eve, a pout puckering her deceptively piquant face. John was very good. His references from New York were excellent, and hed worked for one really first-class antiques dealer. He wont be easy to replace. I need someone thoroughly familiar with old pieces.

How about Mother? suggested Judith, but noted that while Steve chuckled, Eve was not amused. Actually, I cant think of anybody offhand, but Ill try to keep my ears open, Judith amended.

Thanks, Id appreciate it, Eve said in her abrasive manner. Hes an ingrate, in my opinion. Experience or not, he would have had a rough time getting a job in this town where every pampered dilettante thinks he or she is an expert if they can tell a Svres tea service from a Bozo the Clown cookie jar. The antiques business is inbred and just as decadent as European nobility. She adjusted the shoulder bag and flipped a Herms scarf over the collar of her black trenchcoat. Eve, as always, was expensively groomed. After getting her children virtually raised, she had discovered that a degree in Renaissance art history was worthless outside of academia. Disinclined to teach, she had parlayed her elegant needlework into a business that embraced not only hand-stitched footstool covers and pillowcases and small tapestries, but the furnishings to accommodate them. After less than two years, she had become the Hills authority on antiques. And, like Judith, she had proved that middle-aged women could become successful entrepreneurs. Judith wasnt overly fond of Eve, but she felt a certain kinship with her.

Eve was still muttering about John Frizzells lack of consideration as she sailed out of the salon. Steve watched her exit and shook his shaggy head. Thats one tough broad. I wonder what kind of living hell she puts Kurt through? Whatever it is, the old grump deserves it.

Judith didnt knowdidnt want to know, if it came to that. She knew what her own living hell had been like, and that was enough. Now shed like to look forward to a little bit of heaven. Only two more weeks, she told herself, and sat back to see what wonders Steve could work with his beefy magic fingers.



Whats happened to your hair? screeched Gertrude when Judith came in the back door just after seven p.m. You look like a trollop!

Funny, I left trollop out, Judith murmured, but stood her ground. Its Silver Streak. Most of its my own, Mother, Judith fibbed.

Bull. All you need is rolled stockings and a beaded bag. Go ahead, stand under a lamppost and see what happens! I always knew youd end up in the gutter!

It smells like Im already there, remarked Judith, shucking off her jacket and sniffing at the overwhelming aroma of clam and grease. How was supper?

Best fritters I ever made, Gertrude said smugly. Sweetums ate your share.


Serves him right, breathed Judith. Did he puke again?

Gertrude drew herself up as tall as she could, which wasnt an imposing sight, considering that she was short to begin with and had to lean on the walker besides. Do you want me to make potato salad for your stupid egg hunt or not? barked Gertrude.

Gertrudes potato salad and her clam fritters were at opposite ends of the food spectrum. Of course I do, Judith said somewhat crossly as the euphoria from her new coiffure began to ebb. Your potato salad is the stuff of which legends are made. Your clam fritters, on the other hand, are the stuff on which stomach pumps thrive.

Getrude harrumphed and delved into her housecoat pocket to pull out a roll of Tums, thought better of it considering the topic under discussion, and lighted a cigarette instead. You got a call from Norma, that big Paine. She wanted to make sure youd be up at church before eleven tomorrow.

Judith gaped at her mother in mock surprise. You answered the phone? Who did you think it was, your bookie?

She called on the private line upstairs, Gertrude grumbled, exuding a cloud of smoke. I thought maybe it was Mike.

But it wasnt. Judiths euphoria all but evaporated.

Nope. She paused, the cigarette dangling on her lower lip, blinking away the sympathy in her eyes as if she ought to be ashamed of such maternal nonsense. I suppose Norma Paine is the high mucky-muck for the egg hunt?

Egg-zecutive-in-chief, said Judith, wincing at her own terrible pun. Anybody else call? she asked in a casual tone.

Check your machine, dopey. Thats what you got the damned thing for, isnt it? Ive no time for em, beep-buzz, Sorry, we cant talk to you right now, were getting drunk and naked. Thats what they really mean, isnt it? Gertrudes jaw stuck out, making her look like a grizzled bulldog.

Could be, said Judith, opening the refrigerator door and taking inventory for the elaborate snack she planned on having about ten oclock. It could mean that Ive gone to the beauty salon to get my hair done.

In your case, thats just as bad, snapped Gertrude.

The squeal of tires, a sudden deafening crash, and several piercing shrieks put an abrupt end to the mother and daughter bickering. Judith dashed to the kitchen window. In the soft April dusk, she could see the glare of headlights and the movement of people. Large objects sailed through the air, blows were exchanged, bodies thudded against the parked cars as more screams shattered the evening calm.

Whats happening? demanded Gertrude, thumping up behind Judith.

But Judith was already turning away from the window, suppressing a yawn. Nothing. Its just the Rankers. Their relatives have arrived.







    

THREE




HOLY SATURDAY DAWNED cloudy and damp. The sun, which had flirted with the city off and on the previous day, seemed to have gone into hiding. It was typically April in the Pacific Northwest, turning the waters of the bay a dingy gray and casting a blight on the downtown high-rises Judith could see from her living room window. She wished the rain would hold off until after the Easter egg hunt.

Gathering up Arlenes picnic hamper and three plastic bags filled with juice and pop, Judith started out the back door. To her dismay, the phone rang. She paused, hoping Gertrude would answer it. But as usual, her mother was pretending to be deaf, or else had taken refuge in the family quarters on the third floor.

Dumping everything on the floor, Judith rushed to answer by the fourth ring. Cousin Renies cheerful voice greeted her at the other end.

Hey, coz, I just finished my big and brilliant graphic design project for the computer-whiz kids over at Mech Tech. Want me to make my famous bean glop for dinner tomorrow?

Get lost, said Judith with a sigh. Its a good thing youre better at the drawing board than you are with the stove. Why didnt you call on the private line? I was just heading for SOTS. No, I do not want your bean glop. Or your clam doodoo. Bring the hot cross buns and the relish tray. Mother and I are doing the rest.

I blanked out
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